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Nader El-Bizri is the General 
Editor of an extremely important 
project: the publication of the fifty-
two epistles of the Brethren of Purity 
(Ras×’il Ikhw×n al-¼af×’) in critical 
editions of the Arabic text, accom-
panied by English translations and 
introductions. I can only welcome 
this project, which introduces us into 
the intellectual background of these 
“anonymous members of a tenth-
century esoteric fraternity of lettered 
urbanites...based in...Ba½ra” (p. XV). 
Several volumes of this collection 
have already been published and the 
work under review comprises the 
first two volumes of the Epistles 
which deal with Arithmetic and 
Geometry. 
The book begins with a Foreword, 
a general presentation of the 
collection and of the Ras×’il as a 
whole (pp. XV-XXIII). This is 
followed by an Introduction (pp. 1-
48) in which El-Bizri remarks that 
the two mathematical books here 
analysed are not representative of the 
brilliant flourishing of mathematics 
in Iraq in the ninth and tenth 
centuries (pp. 2-7). The Ikhw×n were 
not mathematicians and their interest 
lay in the use of the quadrivium as an 
educational instrument that prepared 
the scholar to attain the highest limits 
of human knowledge through a series 
of steps; first mathematics, then logic 
(manÐiqiyy×t) natural philosophy (Ða-
b÷þiyy×t), and, finally, theology (il×-
hiyy×t). The quadrivium is explicitly 
mentioned although, curiously e-
nough, the names of its four disci-
plines are given in their transliterated 
Greek forms: al-arithm×Ð÷q÷, al-jum×-
Ðiriy×, al-asÐurunýmiy× and al-mýs÷q× 
(pp. 10 Ar./ 66 tr.). When reading 
these texts one gets the impression 
that we are witnessing the impact that 
translations of Greek scientific texts 
had on this particular group of 
scholars of tenth century Ba½ra and 
that they chose a limited number of 
sources: for their Arithmetic, the 
Pythagorean tradition as well as 
Nicomachus of Gerasa’s (ca. 60-120 
A.D.) Introduction to Arithmetic, 
while their Geometry was basically 
Euclidean. As shown by El-Bizri (pp. 
18, 29), Euclid is also present in the 
arithmetical book and, occasionally, 
one finds the echoes of other Greek 
classics: an expression like þUmr 
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qa½÷run wa l-½an×þ÷ kath÷ratun (“life 
is short and the arts are manifold”, 
pp. 116 Ar./ 138 tr.) reminds me of 
the first Hippocratic aphorism (Ars 
longa, vita brevis), while the re-
ference to  þ×lam al-kawn wa l-fas×d 
(“realm of generation and corrup-
tion”, pp. 117 Ar./138 tr.) sounds 
Aristotelian to me. No Arabic 
sources are quoted, with the sole 
exception of a reference to Ibn al-
Muqaffaþ’s Kal÷la wa-Dimna (pp. 
118 Ar./139 tr.), although Neo-
platonic ideas, probably derived from 
Islamic philosophers, are often 
expressed (see pp. 19-20 Ar/71 tr). 
Numbers are given using the alpha-
numerical abjad system, although 
Indian ciphers (al-khuÐýÐ al-hindiyya) 
appear in examples for the benefit of 
beginners (pp. 62-63 Ar./96 tr.). 
The Arithmetic of the Ikhw×n is an 
elementary tract on number theory 
which recalls similar expositions in 
Latin encyclopaedists of the Early 
Middle Ages. The Geometry attrac-
ted my attention more. The Ikhw×n 
describe two types of Geometry 
called sensible (¬issiyya) and intel-
lective (þaqliyya). The former “per-
tains to what is visible by the sense of 
sight and is tangibly sensed by 
touch” (pp. 77 Ar./105 tr.) and deals 
with lines, angles, surfaces, geo-
metrical plane figures and solids –   
the  kind of Geometry used by manu-
facturers and surveyors – and the text 
gives interesting lists of units used 
for the measurement of lengths and 
areas (pp. 105–119 Ar. /129-139 tr.). 
Intellective Geometry “consists of 
studying the three dimensions of 
length, width, and breadth as abs-
tracted from natural bodies” (pp. 123 
Ar. /142 tr.). Here the Ikhw×n 
introduce a relation to motion: a 
moving point generates a line, a 
moving line a surface and a moving 
surface a solid. To this they add a 
classification of plane geometrical 
figures and establish their properties. 
Finally, in an attempt to build a 
relation between numbers and 
figures, the text deals with magic 
squares which have an obvious use in 
talismanic magic. 
The book, on the whole, is an 
excellent example of good scholar-
ship. The introduction follows and 
explains the edited text although the 
relation between the two parts is not 
always very clear: the Arithmetic, for 
example, is divided into twenty-five 
chapters, while the introduction uses 
another division into eleven parts. 
The same happens with the Geo-
metry. This is, however, a minor 
shortcoming and the interested reader 
will easily find the correspondence. 
This is followed by a very detailed 
“technical introduction” (pp. 49-62) 
in which the editor gives the list of 
the manuscripts he has used for his 
edition (21) from which he has se-
lected a core subset of six manu-
scripts which he describes carefully. 
A twelfth century manuscript (Atif 
Efendi 1681) is the basis of the 
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edition to which he has added the 
D×r ¼×dir printed edition of 1957, 
prepared by BuÐrus al-Bust×n÷, used 
as another manuscript. The edited 
text is clear and the editor has added 
many vowels to the consonantic text 
to facilitate its reading and under-
standing. A select bibliography (pp. 
165-175) and an index of subjects 
(pp. 177-185) and of quotations 
mentioned both in the introduction 
and in the English translation (pp. 
186-187) end the English part of the 
book, while a Fihrist al-mu½Ðala¬×t 
(index of technical terms) is found 
after the Arabic text. On the whole, a 
very good book which will be 
extremely useful for historians of 
science and of scientific thought.               
              Julio Samsó 
 
DE CALLATAŸ, Godefroid and 
Bruno HALFLANTS (eds. and 
transs.), On Magic I. An Arabic 
Critical Edition and English 
Translation of Epistle 52a, Epistles 
of the Brethren of Purity, Oxford, 
Oxford University Press – The 
Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2011, 
198 pp. (English) + 110 pp. 
(Arabic). 
After the General Editor’s 
Introduction by El-Bizri (2008) and 
the publication of Epistles 22 
(Goodman and McGregor 2009), 10–
14 (Baffioni 2010), and 5 (Wright 
2010), On Magic comes fifth in the 
Epistles of the Brethren of Purity 
(EBP) series published conjointly by 
the Oxford University and the 
Institute of Ismaili Studies in 
London. With a sure (even if not 
altogether swift) pace and still a long 
way ahead, EBP comes to supersede 
the editio princeps of Kolkata (1812) 
and Friedrich Dieterici’s pioneering 
work (1861–1872), as well as the 
Beirut edition (1957), and it offers a 
first critical edition of the Arabic text 
with an annotated English translation 
for the whole corpus (references to 
all previous complete editions, none 
of which was critical, are given in the 
volume under review on p. XXI). As 
for the present book, one could 
hardly have entrusted the edition-
cum-translation of the short version 
of On Magic to more suitable 
scholars: Godefroid de Callataÿ has a 
well-established and fruitful focus on 
Ikhwān al-¼afāÿ studies and Bruno 
Halflants is presently preparing a 
critical edition of the long version of 
On Magic for the same EBP series. 
In accordance with the general 
plan of the series, On Magic consists 
of an Introduction (pp. 1–67) and a 
Technical Introduction (69–84), the 
Arabic edition with critical apparatus 
(١١٠–٥) and its corresponding anno-
tated English translation (85–159), a 
selected bibliography (161–176) and 
two indexes (a subject index on pp. 
177–194 and an index of loci on pp. 
195–198). The critical edition and the 
technical introduction are authored 
by B. Halflants, while G. de Callataÿ 
